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HARNACK, LOISY, AND THE GOSPEL 



PROFESSOR GEORGE HOLLEY GILBERT, D.D. 
Dorset, Vt. 



"Who do men say that I am?" was the question of the Great 
Prophet on nearing the second crisis of his career, and various con- 
flicting answers were at once given to his query. Were he, today, 
to ask the question, What do men say that my gospel is ? various 
and conflicting answers would be given, and among them perhaps 
none more thoughtful and weighty than that of the Protestant 
Harnack and the Catholic Loisy. The Master could not agree with 
both, for they are sometimes far apart. It is quite possible that 
he would not altogether agree with either one. It may yet be 
many centuries before the depths of his genius will be sounded even 
by the most gifted follower. But it is probably safe to say that 
since the rise of modern criticism there have not been two answers 
to this fundamental historical question which have been more 
worthy of the attention of the church. Alike in their agreement 
with each other and in their disagreement they are significant both 
as the conclusions of scientific scholars and as signs of the times. 

On the preliminary question of the sources of our knowledge of 
the Founder of Christianity Harnack and Loisy are in substantial 
agreement. Both set the Fourth Gospel aside as unhistorical. 
Harnack believes that, with great care, a little historical informa- 
tion may be derived from it; Loisy holds that every verse of it is 
dominated by the author's speculation on the Logos. 

This point of agreement is a sign of the times. Scholarship is 
coming at last to a final rejection of the Fourth Gospel as a source of 
information on the life and teaching of the Master. This means a 
pretty sweeping revision of our Lives of Jesus and a very different 
conception of his personality. 

Harnack and Loisy not only look away from John to the earlier 
gospels, but they see in these writings various strata of unequal 
historical worth. Here the French critic goes somewhat beyond 
the German. Thus, e.g., he sees in the oldest gospel, as well as in 
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Matthew and Luke, abundant indications that even this had passed 
through various revisions, and that in this process of change 
Christ had been idealized. Loisy also sees in Matt. 11:25-27 a 
product of Christian tradition. But it will be well to turn at this 
point to the main question : What is the gospel ? 

Loisy suggests that the difference between his answer to this 
question and that of the Berlin professor is this, that Harnack con- 
ceives of Christianity as a fruit, while he himself conceives of it 
rather as a seed. Harnack "peels" this fruit, continues the French 
critic a little sarcastically, with such perseverance that one wonders 
whether anything will remain at the end. True, Harnack does 
"peel" the fruit, that is, in other words, seeks to reduce the gospel 
to its simplest terms ; but, on the other hand, does not Loisy pack 
so much into his "seed" that one wonders whether anything 
religious will be left out ? 

The gospel may be adequately described, according to Harnack, 
in either of three ways. It is the message of the kingdom of God, 
or it is the message of God and the infinite value of the soul, or, 
finally, it is the message of the better righteousness and the com- 
mand of love. 

Jesus shared the views of his people in regard to the kingdom, 
but he had also a deeper view peculiar to himself, and it is this 
deeper view to which the central place should be given in any just 
estimate of his message. What was peculiar to his thought of the 
kingdom was its pure spirituality. It is the rule of God in the 
individual heart. It "comes" when the individual receives it. 
But the early disciples failed to hold the truth of the present reality 
of the kingdom and became absorbed in the thought of the king- 
dom's future manifestation. 

But while all the teaching of Jesus may thus be grouped about the 
one great thought of the kingdom of God, we get his meaning more 
"certainly" when we consider his message about God and the 
infinite worth of the soul. The fatherhood of God and the sonship 
of man are the substance of the gospel. From this point of view 
Christianity is seen to be, not a system of statutes and ordinances, 
like other religions : it is religion itself. 

But there is yet another point from which the gospel may be 
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viewed. It can all be conceived as an ethical message, viz., the 
message of a heart-righteousness whose motive is love. This is at 
root one with religion, for love of the neighbor is the sole expression 
on earth of the love of God, which is kept alive in humility. 

It will be noticed that in this description of the gospel Jesus has 
no place. According to Harnack, the gospel, as Jesus preached it, 
does not include the Son, but only the Father. Jesus is not in 
the gospel, as a part of the message; he is rather the personal 
realization and power of the gospel. Jesus was the "Son of God" 
simply in the sphere of knowledge. Because he knew himself to 
be the Son, he knew that he was the Messiah. Yet the rich new 
content which he poured into this old term shattered it. He was 
far more than the Messiah for whom men had hoped. 

We turn now from Harnack to the Catholic scholar across the 
Rhine. We have already indicated his agreement with the German 
critic in regard to the sources. In his answer to the question, What 
is the gospel? we find also a measure of agreement. For Loisy 
sees the essence of the gospel in the announcement that the king- 
dom of God is at hand, and he finds the root of the kingdom in the 
soul of the believer. But here agreement ends. Loisy argues that 
since Jesus never denned the kingdom, we must hold that it was 
identical in his thought with the conception of the prophets and of 
John the Baptist. Therefore the essence of the gospel is just the 
essence of the Old Testament religion, refined and perfected. But 
though the kingdom exists, like a seed, in the soul of the believer, its 
perfection belongs to the future age. Jesus announced a kingdom 
whose coming was to be coincident with the end of history. All his 
teaching is to be understood only from this point of view. It was 
preliminary to the kingdom. 

It may be noted here that in the rise and development of the 
church Loisy sees the coming of the "kingdom" for which Jesus 
bade his disciples pray. But whether this identification is neces- 
sary or probable or even possible, it may be well for the reader to 
consider. Very much depends upon it in Loisy's interpretation. 

On this radical difference between Harnack and Loisy one 
remark may be ventured. Both writers see in Jesus' message of 
the kingdom something that is present and something also that is 
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future. The text of the gospel holds them and all readers to this 
conclusion. But the German writer regards the new element in 
Jesus' preaching as the most characteristic and important, while 
the French critic gives that place to the view which Jesus shared 
with his contemporaries and with the Old Testament. Is it not 
then, after all, something outside of the text — a certain opinion on 
the relative worth of that which is new in a man's message, and that 
which is traditional — which carries them so far asunder? Loisy 
has but one answer to the question, What is the gospel ? It is simply 
the announcement that the kingdom of God is at hand. If the 
kingdom is thought of as a feast, the gospel is the invitation thereto. 

It is conceded by Loisy that Jesus spoke little of himself, but 
he holds that the preaching of the kingdom includes the preaching 
of the Messiah. The disciples recognized that the place of Jesus 
in the kingdom was central when they asked for the seats at his 
right hand and his left. As Loisy identifies the gospel with the 
announcement of the kingdom, it is obvious that, in his thought, 
the gospel does include Christ. 

But we have as yet only begun to unfold Loisy's conception of 
the gospel. It is, essentially, the announcement of the nearness 
of the kingdom, but in this simple fact the critic finds much in- 
volved. The gospel was not an abstract doctrine but a living faith, 
and whatever this faith has produced in the course of the centuries 
is inseparable from the gospel. Hence in the collective life of the 
church the essence of the gospel is continuously manifested. 

What, now, are some of the doctrines and institutions which, 
according to Loisy, this living faith has produced? We are told 
that it produced the church, and in the church the pope who, 
through all the changes connected with his office, remains the father 
of the faithful, and whose power is of constant importance for the 
preservation of the gospel. It produced the worship of Jesus with 
its natural complement in the worship of the saints and of Mary. 
Loisy holds that without this worship of Jesus Christianity is only 
a philosophy, and has no right to the name of religion. Again, 
the whole sacramental system, though not all given in the gospel 
narrative, is a Christian institution and so from the gospel "seed." 
The immortal Christ acts through it. 
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True, Loisy as a critic admits that the worship of the saints does 
not belong to the gospel, and yet he holds that it truly proceeds 
from the "primitive revelation." Here, as it appears to me, the 
critic is lost in the philosopher. For this "primitive revelation," 
out of which proceeds the worship of saints, is the truth that God 
reveals himself to man in man. To this we naturally assent, and 
say with Loisy that the most divine thing in the world is not the 
crash of the thunder, nor the light of the sun, nor the unfolding of 
life, but is beauty of soul, purity of heart, perfection of love in 
sacrifice. But this primitive revelation is far more "primitive" 
than the gospel. For centuries prior to the gospel God had been 
revealing himself to man in man. This fact, then, is not distinc- 
tively Christian, and therefore nothing based upon it can be dis- 
tinctively Christian. But is it not also the philosopher rather than 
the critic who speaks in the assertion that, because God reveals 
himself to man in man, therefore the worship of the saints and of 
Jesus is justified ? May we then worship whatsoever reveals God ? 

Such, in broad outlines, are the answers that these distinguished 
critics have given to the question. What is the gospel? Close 
together on the purely critical question of the sources, they are, at 
times, very far apart on the content of those sources. The student 
of their writings feels, however, that the reason for this disagree- 
ment lies not so much in any indeterminateness of the gospel as in 
the heredity of the critics. One is a consistent Protestant, the other 
a consistent Catholic. To one therefore it is easy, to the other 
difficult, to isolate Jesus from Christian history and to study his 
word by its own light. To one it is relatively easy, to the other 
relatively difficult, to look past the church to the church's Founder. 
One thinks more of conserving the fruits of past centuries, the other 
of orienting the present by a direct appeal to the fundamental 
message of the Founder. To one nothing is normal development 
of the gospel that cannot point to its source in the essential revela- 
tion of Christ ; to the other whatever promotes the life of the church 
is a veritable adaptation of the gospel. 

Harnack and Loisy, the Protestant and the Catholic, are, how- 
ever, one in the belief that religion alone can answer the deepest 
questions of life and that the purest form of religion is the gospel. 



